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A Dynamic Study of the Letter to the Romans
The Law of Faith is the Heart of Romans 3-4

Part Two

Note: Next Wednesday Dec. 5 will be our final E91 class meeting until 

Wednesday, Jan. 9, 2008, when we will continue our study of Romans.

Romans 3: Paul’s Dialogue on the Righteousness of God

Think of this chapter as a conversation between Paul and a Jewish partner …

Question by Paul (v1): Therefore what advantage does the Jew have? Or what is the usefulness of circumcision?
Jewish Partner (v2): (The advantage) is huge in every respect. Primarily (the advantage is huge) for indeed they were entrusted with the oracles of God.
Question by Paul (v3): What then if some were unfaithful?  Will their unfaith abrogate the faithfulness of God?
Jewish Partner (v4): By no means!  But let God show himself to be true but “every person (to be) a liar!”  Just as it has been written, “That you may be righteous in your words and shall be victorious when you judge.”
Question by Paul (v5):  But if our wrongdoing proves God’s righteousness, what shall we say? Wouldn’t God who inflicts wrath be unjust? (I speak in a human manner.) 

Jewish Partner (v6):  By no means! Otherwise how will God judge the world?
Question/response by Paul (v7):  But if the truth of God by my falsehood gains benefit to his glory, why then should I be judged as a sinner?  (v8) (Why should we) also not (judged as sinners) just as we are slandered (to be) and just as some allege us to say, “Let us do bad things in order that good things might come?”  Their condemnation is well deserved.
What is Paul’s Understanding of the Law in Romans 3-4?

I propose three basic theses concerning the role of the Law within Paul’s teaching in Romans 3-4.

First: The Law is an essential part of the history which defines the identity of the Jewish people.

Second: The Law pronounces judgment on all humans. 

Third: The Law is a witness that prefigures the righteousness of God revealed now in Jesus Christ.  

First: Identity

The Law defines the identity of the Jewish People because it is part of the saving action of God.  The law simultaneously accomplishes two things: 

a) it positively discloses the will of God

b) it marks off the elect people from other nations.

The Law is part of the election of Israel.  The will of God is revealed in the Law, and the people of Israel are called to obey it unconditionally (cf. Deut 30:11-14) as an expression of their covenant relation to God.  To be a member of God’s people is to adhere to the norms articulated in the Mosaic Torah.  This covenant obligation was understood, within the context of Judaism, not as a burden but as a bond of love.

When Paul speaks of those “boasts in the law” in Romans 2:23 – “if you call yourself a Jew and rely on the Law and boast” (Rom 2:17-21, 23) – Paul challenges the Jewish reader to beware of a complacent sense that comes from having a special relation to God through the Law:


A) To do what the Law demands


B) Only the doers of the Law who are to be justified (Rom 2:13).


C) The mere knowledge of the Law is of no value unless it is accompanied by 


obedience (Rom 5-29). 

These three points form the true challenge even for us Christians.

Please notice that Paul never disputes these three premises.

What is the advantage of the Jews Rom 3:1-2? 

Paul does not use in his answer the Law as an advantage but the “oracles of God.”  This is not just the Torah but the whole Hebrew Bible. 

Antithesis:

A) God is faithful

B) Some are not faithful

This is not in the text of the Law itself but in the entire Hebrew Bible.

Second: Judgement

The Law functions to set apart a particular people for God; a people who are to serve as “a light to those in darkness” (Rom 2:19, echoing Isa 49:6).  This is one of the most significant features of the Law.  It is the creator of entity for a particular people.  That is why Paul can refer to the Jewish people as “under the Law” (Rom 3:19) and “adherents” to the Law (Rom 4:14).  

The double side of the Jewish identity is the people of God and also the people who adhere to the Law.

Please note that the expression “under the Law” means “guided by the Law.”  It does not mean at all slavery to the Law.

Please note that the expression “works of the Law” is the social function of the Law as marking out the people of the Law in their distinctiveness. These works are: circumcision, dietary observance, and Sabbath.  Keeping these practices most explicitly set the Jewish people apart from the rest of the world; thus, these practices symbolize the more comprehensive body of “works of the Law” that establish Jewish identity.  This is critical to the interpretation of Romans 3-4, for it helps us understand that Paul’s critique of “works of the Law” is not focused, as the Reformation supposed, on human efforts to achieve God’s approval through “works of righteousness.”  Instead, his critique of “boasting” targets the problem of ethnocentric exclusivism.

This ethnic manifestation was not part of the Law and even the election itself should not have given the Jews any ethnocentricity because the God is the God of the nations.  But humans, and here all humans, can misuse what is given by God.

Is their exclusivism in the Church?

1. If we take one particular ritual and make it the sole sign of the truth of Christ, we fall in the same old trap.

2. If we fight over one particular interpretation which allows us to excel over others, we, in our minds, diminish Christ’s ability to do his own work.  Folly.

The Incarnation of the Son of God does not allow us any form of ethnocentricity, the reason behind that is that God and the human race are united forever in the union of the divine and the human in Jesus Christ who is God and man.  In this union the divine and the human are united without any form of mediation.  The lack of any form of mediation destroys all human prejudice and pride.  It is God who loved us first and it is God who came to us without any compulsion. 

Third: Righteousness of God

The Law is a witness that prefigures the righteousness of God revealed now in Jesus Christ.  Here Paul quotes the Bible not the Law to prove the sinfulness of the Jews.  Paul’s argument runs through Romans 3-4.

Paul allows the “Jewish Partner” to respond in a rather fulsome way and to become launched on an enumeration of the privileges of Israel similar, one would suppose, to the list appearing later in Rom 9:4-5.  But before a fresh objection sweeps in (v 3) there is time for mention of one item only: “the oracles of God.”  The precise meaning of the unusual expression “oracles” (Greek ta logia; appears elsewhere in the NT only in Acts 7:38; Heb 5:12; 1 Pet 4:11) is the Bible.  Oracles = The Bible.

The first point in Paul’s reply is “promises” given by God to Abraham, which will be so central to the argument later on (chapter 4).  Here as in the rest of Romans, Abraham brings two important elements:

1. He was called by God

2. He is before Moses.

The strength of this point is that specific term “promise” (epangelia,see also Rom 9:5: “promises”). 

The promise proves that the Jews “were entrusted” with these oracles and lends the sense of something committed for faithful keeping; perhaps also the hint that the Jews were to hold them in trust so that others (the Gentiles!) might in due course benefit from them as well.  Thus, while the oracles contained God’s pledge faithfully to bring in salvation, their entrustment also implied a corresponding fidelity on the part of the recipient people as well (cf. Deut 30:15-20).

The Dialogue seeks to answer this question: Does Israel’s infidelity annul that promise of God? (vv 3-4).  The indictment of the Jews (Rom 2:17-29) has, however, set fidelity on the human side totally in question.  So this question (v 3) raises and begins to rebut any suggestion that this human (Jewish) infidelity annuls also the “faithfulness” (pistis) of God.

The thesis of Jewish infidelity alongside that of the Gentile world cannot be sustained if it brings with it the blasphemous implication that God’s promises have proved null and void.  Paul will not surrender that thesis but neither will he allow any suggestion that it jeopardizes the faithfulness of God.

Here the “Jewish Partner” can only agree (v 4), going on to support the rejection (by no means) of the blasphemous suggestion with a theological axiom that simply asserts God’s abiding “truthfulness” in the face of total human “falsehood.”  Here also the witness comes from the Bible. Ps 116:11, “all men are liars.”
Please note that the words of Ps 116:11 were read in worship and were not in a book on a shelf. 

Please note a very important meaning that must be remembered that when we say that God is “true” or “faithful” this means in the biblical sense of “truth” fidelity.  God will remain faithful to the covenant promises; in contrast to the “falsehood” prevailing on the human side (Rom 1:25), the “oracles” spoken by God were truly meant.

The theological axiom in its turn finds support in a quotation from the great psalm of repentance, Psalm 51:6.  This Psalm has a history.  It was the prayer of David after he committed murder and adultery.  Paul cites the passage which reads “that you may be justified in your words” that God will be found righteous when condemning human sin, it suggests that, in the face of human sin and falsehood, God will remain true to the saving “words” spoken and entrusted to Israel.  Here begins the Gospel, with authoritative word of scripture, insisting that God will prevail (literally, “conquer”) when God is exercising his divine right.

Is God Unjust? (Romans 3:5-6). 

This verse is saying that human wickedness (adikia; cf. 1:18, 29) actually “demonstrates” or “proves” God’s righteousness.  Paul does not want us to think falsely that God is “unjust in inflicting the wrath.”  “Wrath” has here the traditional sense of the eschatological (end of the world) punishment falling upon those incurring the divine displeasure on the Day of Judgment.

The ‘Righteousness of God’ in Israel’s Scriptures – Old Testament

The OT provides Paul with the best way of proving the Gospel, the Good News to sinners.  In the OT the righteousness of God had at least three inter-related meanings: 

1. God’s covenant faithfulness to Israel.

2. God’s justice, especially for the poor and powerless.

3. God’s saving power to make things turn out right.

God’s Righteousness as God’s Covenant Faithfulness to Israel is the most important and primary meaning of his covenant relationship.  In the Septuagint (LXX), the Greek version of the Old Testament, the Greek word dikaiosyne translates the Hebrew word group tzedek, tzedaqah into “righteousness” in English.  This Hebrew word group suggests the basic notion of:

a) Fidelity within a relationship that guarantees reliability. 

b) Righteousness is understood as truth and trustworthiness which provides humanity with life: the sun will come up every morning; enough rain will fall; the earth that God created will be maintained by God. This is among the great themes of praise in the Psalms.

c) Righteousness is ratified by the promises of God made to Abraham, Isaac, and Jacob in the Scriptures, and this is the historical side of the life of Israel.  This history proves that God keeps his word or his promise.

d) Righteousness is an action that is “righteous” or done “in righteousness,” or is an action done “in right relationship” with one’s covenant partner.  It is “doing the right thing by” someone.  Thus Judah’s comment about Tamar in Genesis 38:26 – “She is more righteous than I” (“She is more in the right than I,” NRSV) – means not that she is morally better but that by her outrageous behaviour she has placed both of them more in right relationship with what is covenantally right.  The prophets often used the analogy of marriage to describe the covenant relationship between God and Israel.  

The ancient world lived with a double standard whereby a wife was expected to be faithful to her husband, but was not the story which occupies the Book of Hosea.  God, by contrast, was faithful and reliable to the adulteress Israel.  God could be trusted and counted on.  So the first and most basic meaning of “the righteousness of God” is “God’s covenant fidelity to Israel.” In this context, we can understand the logic behind what is probably the least biblical occurrence of the word “righteousness” in the song of Deborah in Judges 5:11.  Deborah was the first of the prophets, and modern scholars believe that her song is one of the oldest fragments of Hebrew poetry.  Deborah’s song speaks of God’s military victories over the Canaanites as God’s righteousness” (KJV: righteous acts; NRSV: triumphs).  God put things right for Israel, but in that righteous action, God “did what is right by Israel.”  This is parallel to Isaiah 51:4-5 where God’s salvation and God’s righteousness (tzedaqah), show that God’s deliverance is what it is right for God to bring about for Israel.

Righteousness and Justice of God

English speaking Christians are under-privileged, because many words in the English Bible come from Latin such as Justice, which is the same as Righteous. 

In the Latin speaking Church in the West prior to the Reformation, justice was understood as part of law court.  It is sometimes called “forensic” righteousness because in a law court, things are “put right” and people are shown to “be in the right” or “justified.”  This legal understanding is not known in the OT for two basic reasons:

1. God’s relationship with Israel was not in court.

2. God judges Israel by his (God’s) fidelity to the covenant. 

What about the Law?

The answer is that the Law is part of the Covenant.

This can explain for us why Israel occasionally brings charges against God (as in the book of Job), or in Psalm 88.  But also God more often has a case against Israel: God has been faithful, but Israel has not been faithful.  Please read Isaiah 5:3-4, for example, God speaks as the owner of an unproductive vine and that he is about to destroy this barren vine in judgment.  So also Psalm 143 helps us to understand Romans 1-3, for Paul actually paraphrases it in Romans 3:20.  The psalmist begins by admitting that God is “in the right” or “justified” in God’s condemnation:

Hear my prayer, O God,

listen to me in your faithfulness,

answer me in your righteousness;

Do not enter into judgment with your servant,

for no one living is righteous in your sight.

(Ps. 143:1-2)

This cannot be said in any court.  The Psalmist prays for God’s covenant faithfulness. Even though God is right and the Psalmist is a sinner, God is trusted to “put things right” again …

For the sake of your name, 0 Lord, preserve my life.

And in your righteousness rescue me from trouble.

(Ps. 143:11).

God’s Righteousness as God’s Power to Put Things Right at the End Time

During the situation of Israel’s exile in Babylon after 587 B.C.E., the saving aspects of God’s righteous vindication of Israel against the oppressing foreign nations became especially important.  In certain psalms (especially Ps 96 and 98) and in Isaiah 40-66, the phrase “the righteousness of God” describes God’s saving actions on behalf of God’s captive people, Israel.  The righteousness of God becomes almost a technical term for God’s “saving faithfulness” with respect to Israel and the nations: God will sit in judgment as the righteous judge of the whole earth.  Part of putting things right between Israel and the nations (the Gentiles) is restoring right relationship.  God will bring about peace and justice in all the world, including peace and justice between Israel and the rest of the nations.  Israel understood the Babylonian exile in the context of the story of the exodus: just as God had acted to save Israel from Pharaoh’s army at the Red Sea, so God would intervene once again in human history to rescue Israel from Babylonian servitude and exile from the land promised to Israel’s ancestors.

The prophetic writings that date from between the time of exile and the first century of the Christian era when Paul wrote Romans continued the righteousness traditions found in the Psalms and in Isaiah 40-66.  These writings stress the power of the Creator who acts to save the lost creation that is threatened by hostile and oppressive powers.  These hostile powers, especially Sin and Death, entered the world through the disobedience of Adam and Eve.  They now oppress both the human creature and the created order, but God will act to vindicate the enslaved creation.  

God’s Righteousness in Paul’s Letter to the Romans

When Paul says in Romans 1:17 that in the gospel “the righteousness of God is being revealed from faithfulness through faithfulness” and when he quotes Habakkuk 2:4, “The one who is righteous by faithfulness shall live,” he is probably drawing on all of the meanings of God’s righteousness I have just described. Paul seems to have four meanings in mind:

1. God’s righteousness as the Creator to the entire creation.

2. God’s special covenant relationship with Israel.

3. God as the impartial judge who will put things right, especially for the poor and the oppressed.

4. God’s saving faithfulness that will restore all things to right relationship.

 For Paul, however, the all-important shift has occurred: God has already acted in the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ “from faithfulness through faithfulness” (Rom. 1:17).  God’s action of covenant fidelity to Israel, all humanity, and the world was accomplished and manifested through the faithful.  Jesus Christ died on the cross and was raised to prove to us God’s Righteousness. 

The Two sides of God’s saving act are 

1. The death of the cross

2. The resurrection from the grave.

God’s resurrection of Jesus Christ shows that the expected end time is already upon us, since the resurrection of the dead is one of the signs of the end time.  God’s covenant righteousness is being revealed (apokalyptetai, Rom 1:17).

Abba Philemon

George (Q): How do you understand God’s justice?

Philemon (A): First, we must become aware of all the difference between God and humans.  God is totally unlike us.  Our Lord proved to us that God is totally unlike us by three important actions:


1. The Incarnation


2. The Death on the Cross


3. The Resurrection

Can you see in the three actions how God united himself to us forever in the Incarnation?  He destroyed our death by the Cross, and gave us immortality by the Resurrection.  These three are sealed by the Gift of the Holy Spirit.  And my dear brother God has acted in the three:


1. without being asked by us


2. and gave us what is unexpected and beyond any Law, he gave us the life of his


    Son. If you call this justice, please do not mix it with the fallen human justice


    which seeks punishment and never healing. 

Further reading:

1. Commentaries on Romans by Origen of Alexandria, St. Augustine, St. Jerome, and modern commentaries by Cranfield, Dunn, Wilckens, Käsemann, Brendan Byrne, R.Jewett and others.

2. Surveys of the recent history of the debate are found in Manfred T Brauch’s “The Righteousness of God in Recent German Scholarship,” an appendix to E. P. Sanders, Paul and Palestinian Judaism (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1977) 523-542 and in Marion L. Soards, “The Righteousness of God in the Writings of the Apostle Paul,” Biblical Theology Bulletin 15(1985) 104-109.  Excellent short summaries appear in L. E. Keck, Paul and His Letters, rev. ed. (Philadelphia: Fortress, 1988)110-122, J. Louis Martyn, Galatians: A New Translation with Introduction and Commentary in the Anchor Bible 33A (New York: Doubleday, 1997) 263-280, and N. T Wright, The New Testament and the People of God (Minneapolis: Fortress, 1992) 335-338.

3. Leander Keck, Paul and His Letters (Minneapolis, Fortress, 1988) 112 

Law of Faith continued in the next handout.
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